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The deacon meanwhile took up his position at the opposite
end of the altar, facing the priest and looking westward down
the church. It is a position which was first adopted during
the Egyptian and Greek riots after the Council of Ghalcedon
in 451 A.D., when Melkite mobs would enter the Monophysite
churches and try to interrupt the Mass. Now, centuries after,
every Sunday the deacon still takes up his position facing the
church door, to give the priest warning of an attack.

As the priest knelt in adoration, the choir broke into a
quick, triumphant anthem, a loud and victorious song of
praise that was accompanied, not by the slow clash of cymbals,
but by the quick, metallic sound of these instruments being
hit rapidly rim against rim. Incense drifted in clouds through
the church, seeping through the haikal screen and winding
like a blue mist from the door of the sanctuary. In the candle-
light of the altar the priest communicated and sank on his
knees in silent adoration.

Two or three people began to tiptoe towards the dark
little side chapel to the right of the altar. Among them was
a woman holding a small child in her arms. The baptism
was now about to take place. Rising, I followed them
through the side chapel and came into a dark, whitewashed
baptistry where a stone font, not standing clear as our fonts
stand, was built into a corner of the wall.

Leaving the deacon to guard the Holy Eucharist, the priest
entered the baptistry with a lighted candle and two phials of
oil. The font held about three feet of cold water, and the un-
fortunate infant, as if aware of the complete immersion
awaiting it, began to whimper and cry as its clothes were
removed. The mother was a poor woman from the adjacent
tenements, and the child was a three months old girl.

The priest first said prayers of purification over the mother
and anointed her on the forehead with oil. As if addressing
an adult First Century convert to the Christian Church, he
prayed that all remains of the worship of idols should be cast
out of the infant's heart, and that she might prove worthy of
the new birth that now awaited her. The small brown girl,
by this time crying bitterly, was sent into a paroxysm of fear
and rage as the priest grasped her wriggling body and touched
it on the breast, hands, and back with oil.